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It was late when Zeke left his mate sleeping to make her something to eat. 

There was some magic in the air, but he couldn't sense Mr Patrick or Alpha Morgan in the house. He found Derek and Myles in the kitchen, looking at some dishes of food on the table. 

"Is it poisoned?" he joked as he opened the fridge to get a bottle of water. 

"Maybe," Derek snorted. "Jared's Omegas brought food for Ava."

He paused as he opened the water and sniffed the air before he suspiciously looked at the food, too. First, Jared was in his house, and now his Omegas were sending food?

"I'm cooking for her," he decided as he joined them at the table. 

The urge to throw the food in the trash was strong, but he didn't want Ava to get upset with him. Why had they cooked for her in the first place?

"We heard what happened. We were having lunch in the dining hall when they came over, or we would have warned you. I'm sorry, Zeke," Derek said.

"I'm sure my father planned it that way."

"What's going to happen to the pack now? I mean... He's going to get challenges from every direction now if they all think a human defeated him."

"I don't know," he admitted. "I think Beta Lawrence will have to take over."

"Temporarily, until you take your place?" Derek asked. 

"I don't know if that will happen anymore. I'm never going to be the official Alpha once I leave. We have to accept that. Your dad wants what we want; he will be the perfect Alpha."

"But he's still not an Alpha, Zeke," Derek pointed out. "He'll get challenged, too." 

"When I leave, the Council will make my father pay the price anyway. Your father was always going to have to be in charge. He's the one in charge anyway when we're here."

"It will be different when people know you're not coming back."

Derek was right to worry, but they had no other choice. Especially after what he planned to do before they left. 

"Are you sure Ava is willing to do that to her family?" Myles asked. 

The real question was if she was still thinking of turning herself in.

"Running away was her idea. And technically, she's part of our pack now," he pointed out. 

"The Council doesn't deal with technicalities," Myles said. 

"We'll figure it out."

At least he hoped they would. He would be long gone by the time that became an issue. 

"Are your fathers gone?" he asked. 

"Yes. It took a while for them to talk your dad into leaving, but it was Ava's father who persuaded him in the end. I can see where Ava gets her attitude," Myles answered. "I know I shouldn't say this about our Alpha, but I'd have given my left nut to see him getting knocked out."

He grinned before he stood to start cooking for his mate. Ava would be starving when she woke up. That was always the case after she fought like that. 

"So, has she found her wolf yet?" Derek asked. 

"No, I can't sense it, either. But we've run out of time, anyway."

His senses pricked, making him pause what he was doing and pay attention. It was Jared. Again. Why did that imbecile keep testing him?

He stormed out to the front of the house and saw Jared standing across the road from his driveway. Out of his boundary but still close enough to make him want to rip him apart. 

"I didn't tell those Omegas to make that food," Jared said quickly.  

"And you've risked your life to come here and tell me that?" he growled. 

"I need you to know what happened today."

"I'll hear it from my mate. Leave."

Before he lost control of himself. Shadow was all for his plan to kill that bastard; he was already drooling as he watched the wolf in front of them. 

"Your father commanded me to kill her and then wait over her body for you to find me," Jared said, ignoring what he told him. 

He growled, and Jared quickly lowered his gaze. The cockiness from the beginning of the semester seemed to have disappeared. Jared looked like a shell of his old self. But that wouldn't stop what was coming to him. 

"I was going to do it. I couldn't stop myself," Jared continued. "I stepped into your house; I had my fucking claws out; I was going to..."

He growled again. 

"Ava stopped me," Jared continued. 

"What?"

Jared looked up and met his gaze. 

"Ava used her Alpha command to stop me."

Ava had commanded an Alpha? 

"And then the next thing I knew, she put me in the basement, and she went and beat the shit out of your dad."

What did this mean? Her wolf showed up when she was in danger?

"I knew from the beginning that she wasn't an Omega," Jared said, pulling him out of his thoughts. "And I gave her this cream to help her heal, but when she came to see me the other day, it sounded like she expected it to work instantly, but that’s not how it works—"

"What are you doing?"

Jared stopped speaking. 

"I told you to go, and you're still standing here talking to me like we're friends," he growled. "Don't stand in front of my house like an idiot. Fuck off."

He turned to walk back up his drive. 

"I care about her, too, Zeke."

He turned back, his eyes glowing red and his muscles tensing as Shadow tried to force himself out. 

"Go," he growled. 

Jared left immediately, but it took him a moment to calm himself down. That was the last thing he wanted to hear—that his mate was friends with the man destined to die by his hand. 

When he walked up to the door, Myles and Derek stood there, looking in the direction Jared had gone. 

He knew they had heard that conversation, but if they had questions, he couldn't answer them. He didn't know how the hell it was possible that Ava's wolf hid that well. Especially from Shadow, her mate. 

"I need to cook for my mate," he said as he walked past them and back into the house. 

At the door to the kitchen, he stopped, and Derek and Myles stopped beside him. 

He was going to have to put a 'No Visitors' sign in front of his house.

"Ah, good. You're here," Mr Patrick said as he helped himself to the food on the table. "Let's talk about tomorrow."
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Ava stretched and then slowly opened her eyes. It had been a while since she had woken up so peacefully. Despite everything that had happened, she hadn't had any nightmares, and even though it was nighttime, the shadows were at bay. 

That had probably been because of Zeke. Her smile stretched, and she buried her face in her pillow to try to stop it. If she weren't dying soon, she would have loved to spend her whole life doing what she had done with Zeke. 

If she wasn't dying. 

Her smile disappeared as reality kicked her up the backside. 

What was she going to do now? She had been set on handing herself in, but after what Mr Patrick said, she wasn't sure what to do now. She didn't want to be the Council's soldier. She didn't want to do their dirty work. But how would she pay for what she had done to Claire and her friends? 

She didn't even know the names of the other students she had killed, so she couldn't even apologise to their families.

With a sigh, she got up to take a quick shower. She'd skipped lunch because of Alpha Michelson, so she was starving. 

She'd been eating a lot lately. Was that because of this murderous wolf hiding inside her? The wolf that had somehow commanded an Alpha? Did that mean she was close to finding her wolf? She didn't want that. She didn't want to be so intimately connected to the thing that did all those atrocities she saw in her nightmares.

Once dressed, she headed downstairs to find Zeke. She had felt how close he'd been to going after his father. There would have been another murder at the school, though not the victim that Alpha Michelson intended. She didn't want Zeke to be provoked into doing something so horrible that he'd end up in the same position she was in with the Council. 

The front door was just leaning on the broken frame like her bedroom door was. If Zeke's father wanted to come in and retaliate, there would be nothing stopping him now. They had to fix that before they went to sleep.

She followed the raised voices in the kitchen and only remembered what she had done with Zeke when she saw her father and Mr Patrick sitting at the table. When her father turned to look at her, she lowered her gaze and felt her cheeks colour. 

This was worse than the other day. Way worse. Had her father heard everything? She couldn't think of anything worse than her father hearing any of that.

"You're awake just in time," Mr Patrick said. "We have a plan."

"No, we don't," Zeke growled. 

"It's the only way," Mr Patrick said. 

Mr Patrick had been very excited about his original plan—to find her wolf—but whatever plan had him so ecstatic now, she didn't want any part of it. 

She ignored Mr Patrick and threw a furtive glance at her father. 

"Hi, Dad," she said. 

Her father didn't answer, and when she met his gaze again, she couldn't tell what he was thinking. 

"Come," he said gruffly as he stood from the kitchen table and left the room. 

She followed slowly, her embarrassment flaring again. Her gut told her they were going to have 'the talk'. Wolves were very sexual creatures, so she had seen and heard a lot in the pack, but the only thing her father had ever told her about sex was, 'Don't do it.'

Her father was standing by the pool when she joined him. His hands were in his pockets, and he looked to the woods beyond the yard. She stood next to him and waited for him to speak first. 

"There's been so much shit happening; we haven't had a chance to sit and talk," Alpha Roland started. "I came here to take you home, but instead..."

She risked another glance at him and found him lost in his thoughts. 

"I've always known you would find someone who would appreciate you and be worthy of you. I just didn't expect that you would find him here. I thought you'd be my little girl for a while longer."

"I'm still your little girl," she protested. 

"No, my girl. You're a woman now. It will take some time for me to get used to it, but Zeke is your fate, and I know we can't fight Fate," he said as he turned to face her. "If my Louise were still alive, she would have been so much better at this conversation than I am."

Luna Louise had passed away during the birth of the twins, so she had never met her. But when people spoke of her, they always did so with love. Her memory was still alive in their house.

"Despite all this shit happening, are you happy with him?" he asked.

She nodded. In another life, she would have been ecstatic to be the one to wake up next to Zeke forever. 

"Then that's all that matters."

"You've always said you would kill my boyfriends," she pointed out. 

"There is no one in our pack that deserves you. You were always destined for bigger things. Besides, Zeke is more than a boyfriend. He's yours for life."

However long that was. 

"I shouldn't have put off the birds and the bees talk," Alpha Roland muttered to himself. 

"It's okay. We don't have to talk about that," she said quickly.

"There's stuff you need to know that you won't find in all those books you read."

"I'll figure it out," she said, her cheeks colouring again as she looked away.

"Okay. Okay, good," her dad said. He looked as relieved as she was. 

"Okay, now that's out of the way; tell me what you need me to do. Those two have their ideas about what needs to happen, but I'll take your side on whatever you decide."

"Were you really going to take me away despite the Council's rules?"

"I told you before, I don't care about being an Alpha or getting exiled. I'd do anything for you kids."

And that was true. He had always done his best to be both mother and father to them on top of his Alpha duties. 

"I think the consequences would be more severe than that," she admitted. "If what Mr Patrick said is true, my running away from here would put your lives in danger. I can't do that to you guys."

"We're in danger either way. So if you want to run, we'll all run. We'll stick together."

She sighed. Risking her own life was one thing, but she wasn't willing to do that to her family.

"Let's go and hear this plan, and we'll take it from there."

Her father pulled her into his embrace and kissed the top of her head. 

"We'll face whatever is coming together. Love you, kid."

"I love you, too, dad."

When they returned to the kitchen, Zeke was quietly arguing with Mr Patrick while he prepared some food. 

"Well, she can decide for herself," Mr Patrick said when she sat at the table. "Ava, from what I can tell, your wolf forces a shift when you're in mortal danger, so I know how we will coax her out. What's more dangerous than the forest that traps us here?"
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"She's already been in that forest, and she was unconscious for days!" Zeke shouted. "We're not going through that shit again." 

He pulled the food dishes on the table away from Ava when she started looking through them.

"She didn't have a mate last time. And she didn't have me," Mr Patrick argued. 

"You keep talking about yourself like some god! I don't know what the fuck you are, and you want me to trust you with my mate," he growled. 

"I realise I'm asking a lot," Mr Patrick said. "I know what your bond means. You've become one in a way many wolves will never experience."

Did Mr Patrick know about true mate bonds? There were only a few books about this in the library that Mrs Donovan had given him to read, but his only interest at the time had been how to break the bond. He hadn't had the chance to go and find out more. 

Mr Patrick's eyes widened, indicating he had been in his head, so he growled at the invasive fucker. No boundaries at all!

"For your future information, that's not an option anymore. The consequences are quite fatal," the teacher said. 

"What's not an option?" Ava asked, pulling the dishes back to her.  

"Nothing," he lied, this time taking the dishes and putting them on the counter when he really wanted to throw them in the trash. 

"What I mean is that your bond has strengthened her. It has probably strengthened you, too."

Was that why she had been able to command Jared?

"No. She's done it before."

"If you two keep having private conversations, then I don't see why you need us here," Ava said. "I'll just sit here quietly and let you decide my life, shall I?"

Their life. It was their life she was deciding on. He was going to have to tell her that what they had was more than a simple mating. Would she have accepted him if she had known?

He turned back to the counter where he had put the food he had prepared for her and then placed it in front of her with some cutlery. 

"Oh, am I not being fed then?" Alpha Morgan asked. 

He hadn't thought of anyone else.

"My mate was hungry. Help yourself to that stuff."

Alpha Morgan shook his head and stood to make himself a plate before he returned to the table. 

"I've been hiding here from the Council for decades. I could have continued to hide, but I like Ava," Mr Patrick said. 

"Yet you're asking her to go into the forest that they own. You said that's why they came here the first time," he argued. 

"They already know about her now. There's no time to be cautious. Your bond will protect her mind, but her wolf and I will protect her from the dangers in there."

"So why didn't it protect her last time? I had to save her! We're not doing it."

"Zeke's right," Ava said quietly.

"Ava—"

"I can't do that again. There's so much evil... I never want to step foot in that place again," Ava said. "We can meditate or whatever else, but I'm not going in there again."

"Or we can just leave tomorrow."

He intentionally kept his mind blank so his thoughts would stay private.

"You have the whole school at your disposal here. All you need to do is shift, Ava. If you leave, you will be alone."

Not if he found the people who could hide them first. 

Mr Patrick shook his head and stood. 

"They will come after you and your families. They will hunt you down, and they will catch you, no matter where or how you hide. You will be dead before you even realise what's happening. If that's what you want, then so be it. I thought you two were different. Sorry I wasted your time."

And then he left the room. 

Seconds later, he couldn't even sense him anywhere near them. 

He looked at Ava, who had stopped eating even though he knew she was starving. 

"I'll get us out. The Council doesn't rule the whole world," he assured her. "There's a whole world out there that we don't even know about."

"That's what Mr Patrick said before," Ava said. "About a world out there that the Council will never tell us about. But what if we still won't be safe even if we find somewhere to hide?"

"I would trust Mr Patrick much more if he wasn't keeping all these secrets. I feel like he wants to use us to fight the Council, but he doesn't care about you like I do. We'll just be casualties, and he will move on with his life," he said. "Our only choice is to run. You felt how strong those three councillors were. Now imagine that multiplied a hundred times. We don't stand a chance." 

"We don't stand a chance whatever we do, kid," Alpha Morgan said. "The only question is, are we going to go down fighting, or are we dying like cowards?"

He sat back in his chair and eyed the man who had remained quiet through the whole exchange with Mr Patrick. 

"I trust Mr Patrick, and if he says he can help, then he can," Alpha Morgan continued. "So, decide whether we die here or away from the academy."

"Don't say it like that, Dad," Ava whispered. 

Alpha Morgan wiped his mouth and then pulled his daughter into his arms. 

"I don't know what Mr Patrick can see that I can't," he continued. "But he's right that you need to find your wolf before the Head of Council gets here."

He kissed his daughter and stood. 

"I'm going to head back to the guest house," Alpha Morgan said. "I just barely made it out of here in time the last time you two decided to do that shit in your bedroom earlier. Not something I ever want to hear again."

He saw Ava's cheeks colour as her father headed out. One day soon, they would have all the privacy they wanted if he could convince her to leave. But at least they had another night together before shit hit the fan. 

At least he hoped so.

He turned his head towards the door when he sensed Derek and Myles approaching. Something was wrong. That was all they needed! They rushed into the house and straight into the kitchen, with Ava's father behind them. 

"What happened?" he asked. 

"You know how we noticed they had more guards during the mock evaluations? Like they were planning something big?" Derek asked. 

"Yes?"

"There are truckloads of them that just came through the gates. I've never seen so many in one place," Myles said. 

"If you're going to leave, I think you have to do it as soon as possible," Derek added. 

He looked at Ava and then her dad. It seemed he was right. Their only choice was where they wanted to die. 








  
  

Chapter 4


[image: image-placeholder]




On Sunday morning, Ava sat on the steps outside the Administration block with Zeke, Derek, and Myles.  

Guards were standing outside it, guarding the entrance. So many guards. She could feel their eyes on the back of her head. 

They had met some on their way, patrolling the streets. Those had also looked at them as if they were the targets of this operation. 

She was willing to bet they were also patrolling the academy's boundaries. Maybe even outside, beyond the woods. Their chances of escape had been cut drastically. 

It felt like forever, but her father walked out of the administration building not too long after they had sat on the steps. Ava scrambled to her feet and tried to read his expression. She also watched how the guards looked at him like he was also a target.

The forest had always kept the students imprisoned here, but the guards made it feel like a real prison. 

"Let's go and have something to eat, and then we can walk around," Alpha Morgan said. "Also, I've been told I need to see your other instructors. According to the dean, your performance in Housekeeping is abysmal."

She didn't think she could eat right, but she had to follow her dad's lead. She took his hand and let him lead her towards the dining hall.

"This is so fucked up," Myles mumbled. 

"Hmm," her dad agreed. 

She could feel the tension in his body. Things were not going to go according to plan. 

They slowed down when they reached the dining hall. There were guards even there. And like the last ones, they all turned their heads to look at them as they approached. Like machines. Like soulless humans. 

Was this what the Council wanted her to be? Or they had something much worse in store for her. 

"I'll get you some food," she said to her father when they walked in. 

A few parents were still around, but there seemed to have been a mass exodus in the middle of the night. She'd been told even Zeke's father and his entourage were gone. 

Zeke, Derek, and Myles came with her to the queue for the buffet, but she didn't feel awkward about it like the other times, even with the looks they were getting. It was pointless to pretend she wasn't with them, especially with the mark on her neck. 

She had tied her hair back so it wouldn't get in the way if they met any trouble. Though it had healed, Zeke's teeth had left a raised pattern that still looked like a bruise. She'd never seen mating marks like that before, but she guessed it was because of her unique situation with her psychopathic wolf. 

But everyone could see that mark. She saw their eyes on it as she waited to fill her tray with food. 

She might have been more self-conscious before, but now she was more worried about the guards standing along the walls. That was overkill. 

There was no talking. She could feel the tension in the room as everyone ate silently. 

She chose food randomly before she walked to the table where her father sat and put his plate in front of him. When the boys joined them, they all ate silently, too. 

Why was the Council doing this? Had they somehow known they were going to try to escape? But they weren't even supposed to know that the Head of Council was coming, so what had triggered them? The 'eyes' that Mr Patrick had talked about? Who were these spies?

She was no closer to answers when they finally left the dining hall and went on a walk around the school. 

Outside, her father kept a steady stream of irrelevant conversation. When they reached the turn to the main gates, all the wolves looked over. She couldn't make out many details, but she could see a lot of activity there. 

"Looks like they're searching all the parents' vehicles as they leave," her dad said.  

Stuck. She was stuck on the campus. 

"We should go home," Zeke said. 

They walked silently back. She had made her decision, and it would break her father's heart. But she didn't want him there. He had to go home and protect her brothers—his real children with the woman he had loved beyond all others. 

She didn't realise she was crying until Zeke pulled her to his side and let her hold onto him. 

Once they reached the house, Derek moved the broken door out of the way and let them all in before he leaned it back on the broken frame. 

"I'll have to get this fixed," Derek mumbled. 

Would it even matter? They were not safe anywhere. 

Zeke walked straight down the hall and opened the door under the stairs. She followed her father down and walked to the furthest wall. Once she heard the lock sliding into place, she let all her emotions out. 

She bent over, unable to hold back her sobs, unable to breathe. 

This was it. This was where it ended. She had no more choices.

Zeke came to put his hand on her back, but she straightened and pushed it off. She didn't want him to touch her; she didn't deserve it. They were in this mess because of her. She walked to another end of the room, practising her breathing techniques.

It took a while, but she eventually caught her breath and lowered herself to the cold floor. She could feel Zeke's worry, but he didn't approach her again.  

"The dean didn't tell me anything, even when I commanded him to," her dad revealed. "But he said the guards are just extra protection for the students, so the parents don't have to worry about any more missing children."

"He's been commanded to say that," Zeke growled.

"Or compelled by a powerful vampire," her dad said. "Or a strong witch."

She felt Zeke's fear. The wolf who feared nothing was scared, and that, too, was her fault. 

"We have to try Mr Patrick's way," her dad added. "We need to try something."

"No," she said as she stood. 



They all turned to look at her. 

"We need to try something. You need to go home," she said, her voice cracking as more tears threatened to come.

"No," her father snarled. 

"I need you to go and protect the boys. If things go bad here, they won't even know what's coming," she sobbed. "Please, Dad."

"I will not leave you to fight this alone," Alpha Morgan said. "I'm going to find Mr Patrick. Go and prepare yourself."

With that, her father turned and walked up the stairs, leaving her sobbing again. This was her fight. It was her mess caused by this thing inside her. She would have to try to fix it herself. 

"Ava..."

She shook her head and followed her father out of the room. He was already gone when she walked out into the hallway. 

Was this how she killed her father, too? 
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It was almost lunchtime when her father returned. She had been on her way downstairs to eat something when Alpha Morgan knocked the broken door out of the way and marched in. 

She stopped when he noticed her, and her heart squeezed in her chest. Her father was in pain. She could sense that as if her wolf senses were helping her, even though she still couldn't feel anything different inside her. 

"They're all over the boundary," her dad said. "We have to find a hidden place to cross into the forest."

He was still saying 'we'. 

She walked down the rest of the stairs and went into his arms. When his arms tightened around her, she felt him tremble a little, and her heart broke again. 

This could be the last day she saw her father.

But he would have to go. When the car came for him to take him to the airport, he would leave alone. He had the boys and the whole pack to take care of. She'd had the entire morning to come to terms with that. It was the only way. 

"I will go into the forest, and then whatever the outcome, you'll have to leave tonight, Dad," she whispered. 

Her father released her and then walked into the lounge, blatantly ignoring what she'd said. She sighed and followed him, knowing the boys were there. Zeke was already looking at the doorway when she walked through, and his mood brought hers down even more. She hadn't let him near her since she had decided that her father had to go. 

"We have to go now. If it doesn't work, we need time to prepare for the next move. Can I use your phone, Zeke? I need to call my boys."

Just in case. 

He didn't say that part, but she heard it clearly. 

"Let's wait until we have better news to tell them," she said before Zeke could answer. 

"So you've decided to go with my plan?"

They all turned to watch Mr Patrick walk into the room. 

"It's our only choice," her dad answered as he stood. "Let's go."

"What, right now?" she asked.

She wasn't ready. She had only agreed to appease her father but hadn't allowed herself to think about what she had agreed to do. 

"I already said that, Ava. We have to go now. Stop stalling," her father said as he headed out the back way. 

"Should we come?" Derek asked. 

"No. Stay here in case anything goes wrong," Zeke answered as he stood. 

Zeke expected things to go wrong. Honestly, so did she. Their time in the forest still played heavily on her mind, so repeating that was just foolish. But she had nothing left to lose now. She only hoped that if she passed out again, her father would still leave when he was supposed to. 

Zeke walked towards her and then held his hand out. She didn't push him away this time. She took it, knowing she needed him to soothe her, to take her fear of what was coming. 

When they joined Mr Patrick and her father, they were looking out over the woods as if they were trying to sense if there was any danger. 

"Follow me," Zeke said. "There's no one in the woods."

Could he sense even further than her father? That was interesting. She had never seen a wolf like him and would have loved to discover more about him. But their honeymoon was over, and it was time to do what needed to be done. 

The canopy of the trees hid the sunlight the moment they walked into the woods, and she could already feel the darkness of the cursed forest dancing over her skin even though they were not close to it yet.

As Zeke led her forward, she turned her head to see her father following. He had already lost hope. He didn't think this would work either; she could see it all over his face. 

She let go of Zeke and held her father's hand. He smiled slightly and gently squeezed her. 

"I don't know if I ever thanked you for taking me in," she said to him. "I couldn't have asked for a better father."

"Stop giving me a goodbye speech right now, Ava," he said gruffly. 

Soon, Zeke reached the clearing of their lake, but instead of going forward, he turned to the left. Up ahead was nothing but darkness, and she knew they had arrived. 

She didn't know what to hope for. To find her wolf so her dad would be more hopeful when he left, or not to find her so she never had to talk to the monster the Council wanted to get their hands on. 

"If it gets too much, connect with Zeke like you did in isolation," Mr Patrick said. 

Would escaping into her imagination help anything? She didn't think so. But the sooner they tried, the sooner her dad could leave and be safe. 

"I'll monitor things from here. When you start to feel scared for your life, I hope your wolf will push through, and then Zeke will take it from there. Your bond should sort out the rest."

She was already scared for her life. And there were a lot of assumptions in Mr Patrick's plan.  But she turned and hugged her father for a long time before she went to Zeke. 

"No matter what happens in there, order him to go home," she said. 

"Ava!" her father growled. 

"I love you, Dad," she whispered. 

And then she stepped through into the oppressive darkness.

Because she knew what to expect this time, she looked back immediately and saw the distance had already been distorted. And the magic was already licking her skin, probing her. She walked further in, looking up at the trees that looked like limbs and keeping her ears open for the hissing of the root snakes. 

Her heart started pounding faster. What if this time she didn't make it out? What if the darkness claimed her, as it had been trying to do since she had escaped it? 

Her breathing became laboured. This was the wrong time for a panic attack, but she couldn't stop it. She turned back to start running before remembering that this was how she got hurt the last time. 

But she couldn't stop it. She clawed at her throat to try to breathe as the purple eyes started opening all around her. The hissing started. The molasses drenched her body, trying to get inside like the last time. The stickiness turned to heat so intense it made her drop to her knees. 

Something hissed under her, but she couldn't move. She couldn't breathe. And then the probing started in her head. She felt the icy fingers trying to dig in, causing excruciating pain that made her scream. 

Her voice echoed in the endless night as the purple eyes came closer. And then the heat singed her body, burning her from the inside out. 

She drew in harsh, ragged breaths, but each one seemed to cut her insides open. 

The roots started to wrap themselves around her, and they were sharp. But she couldn't even scream anymore. 

Cuts started appearing all over her body, and still, she lay there. 

She would die like this. It had all been in vain. 



A pair of purple eyes were within arm's reach when she heard the growl, and then almost immediately, she saw the red eyes attack the purple. 

And just before she passed out from the pain and lack of air, she felt a little relief that she had not found her wolf after all. 
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Ava gasped for air and clawed at her throat as she sat up. Something was squeezing her throat, making it hard to breathe. The darkness was inside her. She could feel it.  

"Shh. It's okay. You're okay." 

She felt Zeke's warm, hard body against her bare back as his arms circled her. The relief was instant as she greedily inhaled and exhaled deeply. Zeke's large arms tightened around her as he brought his lips down to her mark briefly. The security she always felt in his arms failed to ease her mind. There was danger all around them, danger inside them, and she didn't think she would ever feel safe again. 

But still, her breathing evened, and her heart rate lowered. Zeke didn't need to say another word, but her body relaxed as if the nightmare hadn’t happened. 

"My dad?" she asked.

"Gone. I did what you asked," Zeke said. 

Her heart squeezed again. She would have wanted a better goodbye. If the pain she’d felt all over her body was anything to go by, her dad would have been traumatised after seeing her. 

She looked down at her body and didn't see a single mark. There were no cuts or bruises on her legs. No burn marks. It was as if she had only imagined the pain.

"How long was I out?"

Had she lost more time? Were they even closer to the day the Head of the Council arrived because of this failed experiment?

"A few hours."

She untangled herself from his arms to face him. Hours?

"Your body had already healed even before sundown," Zeke said. 

"But... But I didn't feel my wolf," she whispered. 

She felt something she didn't understand, as if her bond with Zeke was even stronger. She sensed his emotions as easily as if he had told her. 

Why was he so confused and depressed at the same time?

"What happened?" she asked. 

Zeke just pulled her back into his arms and kissed the top of her head. 

"Nothing. Just... Let's not do that again."

Never again. She could still feel the chill in her body, as if the darkness had touched everything inside her.

"Let's get ready for the day. We have lessons soon."

Right. Lessons. She still had to go to those while she awaited her fate. She still had to do needlework as if it would be of any use to her after this week.

When Zeke got off the bed, she squealed when he picked her up and started walking to the bathroom. She already knew his intentions. His kisses were gentler this time, and he took her slowly as if they had all the time in the world. By the time they walked back out of the bathroom, the sun had already risen. 

She felt restored despite what they still had to face. 

Maybe this was all they had now. Each other. Perhaps they had to forget about fighting and just enjoy each other while they could. 

Derek and Myles were already downstairs when they went down, as were Julie and Samantha. She was glad they hadn't been there to get caught in the middle of all that shit. 

"Morning, Ava," Samantha said, with her eyes down. 

Like Emily had done. She still didn't understand why they were doing this when her wolf was still hiding. She was still technically human. 

She waited for the Omega to greet Zeke as she usually did, but Samantha just carried on with her breakfast preparations. Julie walked in from the dining room and also lowered her gaze. 

"Morning, Ava," she said shyly. 

And then she also just carried on. 

"I think you've stolen my Omegas," Zeke whispered with a grin. 

"Don't be silly," she said as she went to the coffee pot. 

"Breakfast is on the table," Samantha said. "I know you don't like it when we do it, but we thought you'd appreciate a good meal after we were gone all weekend."



"I am actually starving," she said gratefully. "But you still have to join us."

"Yes, Alph... Ava."

Samantha quickly walked out of the kitchen after that slip of the tongue. 

"See," Zeke chuckled as they all followed. 

When Samantha and Julie hesitated to sit down, she only had to ask them once, and they sat at the end of the table like before.

If she weren't dying that week, this would have warmed her heart to see. No bullshit separations like they were forced to endure outside these walls. 

But as it was, the mood was sombre. Despite Zeke's earlier amusement, his sadness had returned. Maybe he had realised, as she had, that there was nothing they could do. 

"The dean has called an emergency assembly," Derek said when they were halfway through their breakfast. 

"Probably to tell us lies about all the guards around the school," Myles added. 

Zeke didn't comment. He just ate until his plate was empty and then pushed it away. But she could still feel that sadness increasing inside him. 

Once they were all finished, they cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher despite the Omegas' protests, and then they went to the car. 

What would lessons be like after everything she had found out about herself? After knocking out two Alphas? Without her dad there, she was sure the dean would punish her.

"Can I call my dad later?" she asked Zeke as they headed out. 

"Of course. You don't need to ask."

Zeke was parking the car before she was ready. He wasn't ready either. She could feel something else from him now, something more than sadness and confusion, but she couldn't put her finger on it.

"We'll wait for you outside the assembly hall," Derek said as he could also sense his Alpha's mood. 

She watched the other students in silence. Others were already looking at the car and whispering, even though they couldn't see inside. 

"Are you still thinking of handing yourself in?" Zeke asked finally.

"I can't fight them, Zeke," she whispered. 

They had to face it. There was no other way. 

"Do you know what that will do to me?" he asked quietly, still looking ahead. 

She brought her hand up to his mark on her neck. Her dad had loved his wife completely, but he had accepted her death and moved on. Zeke would do the same.

Even if the Council didn't kill her, if they made her the soldier Mr Patrick had mentioned, Zeke would be fine.  

"Yes. But we will be okay," she answered. 

Lies. But what else did they have now?

Zeke shook his head and opened his door to get out. She picked up her school bag and was about to open her door when he opened it for her and offered his hand. 

And once she was out, he linked her arm through his like Jared had done on the first day of school when she hadn't known what a big deal that was. 

But she knew now. And still did it. 

The students stepped out of their way as Zeke led her to the assembly hall. When Derek and Myles saw them, they opened the doors for them. The room was deathly quiet when they walked in, as if they had already sensed Zeke coming. As if they could feel the darkness inside her.  

When Zeke led her to the Alpha seats and Derek and Myles sat on either side of them, no one even whispered. 

As the hall continued to fill, she let herself wonder what the dean possibly had to say. Couldn't he have sent a notice to their tablets? Especially if he was just going to tell them lies about the guards.

And that was when she felt something. 

The darkness. The evil that always tried to claim her. It was coming for her again. Her eyes checked the room as her heart started to beat a little faster. Nothing. She couldn't see where it was. 

Zeke tensed beside her, and the room erupted in gasps and whispers. 

Her gaze was instantly drawn to the door.

Her blood drained from her face, and her limbs weakened when she saw the students walking through the door. One stood out more than most, and her cold blue gaze found hers immediately.

Claire. 
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Zeke pushed down his emotions as much as he could, but Ava could clearly sense some of them. She'd been looking at him since they'd woken up.  

He hadn't expected Mr Patrick's plan to work at all. He'd thought it would be exactly like the last time when he'd felt her pain and run into the forest raging. 

But instead...

He looked down at the woman sitting next to him and felt like going back home to hide away. Like what Shadow was doing. He hadn't heard anything from the beast since they'd had their heart broken. 

But it wasn't Ava's fault. He had to keep reminding himself of that. 
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